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In July, Venezuela decided to impose a temporary, 54% countervailing duty on all semi-hard cheese
imports from the European Community (EC) to protect local producers from unfair competition
by the EC, which provides subsidies to most European dairy farmers. Between 1991 and 1992,
European sales of all varieties of cheese on the Venezuelan market jumped 300%, from 1,000
metric tons to 4,000 MT. As a result, this year Venezuela's National Cheese Industry Association
(Asociacion Nacional de Industriales de Queso, ANIQUESO) requested a government investigation
of EC cheese imports, claiming that EC subsidies for dairy farmers represent unfair competition
for domestic producers. In July, following a preliminary inquiry, the government ruled that EC
subsidies for semi-hard cheese merited immediate protectionist measures, leading to the imposition
of a 54% countervailing duty on that cheese variety for a period of four months until a more
complete investigation is carried out. In addition, the government is studying European subsidies
for most other cheese varieties especially soft cheese, blue cheese, and fondue and will likely
impose countervailing duties on those products as well in the coming weeks. EC producers will
probably protest the measure to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), since the
sale price to Venezuela for semi-hard cheese imports is allegedly US$1,500 per MT more than the
base price agreed on in GATT accords. EC representatives say that although only a small percentage
of EC exports are affected by the Venezuelan move, producers are fearful that such protectionist
measures could encourage similar actions by other Latin American countries, especially in those
nations where subsidized EC agricultural products pose heavy competition to local industry. "The
new tariff does not affect a very large volume of cheese, but it is a question of principle," said
one spokesperson for the EC's association of dairy producers, which is pushing EC authorities
in Brussels to protest the move. The new duties affect producers in eight EC countries: Belgium,
Denmark, Spain, France, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, and Holland. (Source: Inter Press Service,
08/12/93)
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